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Having carried this sketch of the history of the growth of the
population of Europe up to 1900 it is now convenient to look
into the underlying causes. It will become apparent that it is
only when we have done so that the history of the last
thirty years and the situation at the present day can be dealt
with. The immediate cause of any change in the population
must be sought in changes in the birth-rate or in the death-rate.
Solong as these rates coincide the population remains stationary.
If the former comes to exceed the latter, the population is
said to show natural increase; if the latter exceeds the former,
it undergoes natural decrease. In Europe during the Middle
Ages and up to the eighteenth century the birth-rate was high.
In England and some other countries of Western Europe,
however, it was not as high as it would have been if all had
married young, and there is definite evidence that the dependent
part of the population, and that was by far the greatest part,
married later than they came to do in the eighteenth century.
They married later not from choice but from necessity. The
settled life of the rural districts did not permit the marriage
of young couples until a house became vacant by death. In
the towns early marriages were deliberately discouraged by
guild and other regulations. Postponement of marriage by
the greater part of the population had the effect of keeping
the birth-rate down; we do not know at what height it
usually stood, but it was probably under 35 per 1,000 in
Western Europe as a rule. For the most part a high death-
rate about balanced a high birth-rate; if plague, famine, or
war increased the death-rate, the loss was soon made up by
earlier marriage. The mechanism by which gaps of this kind
were filled can easily be understood. We have also to ex-
plain the slow but steady growth of the population of the
continent up to the beginning of the eighteenth century. The
same gap-filling mechanism accounts for it. The improvement
in agricultural and industrial technique was very slow, but
it was more or less continuous. This improvement meant the
creation of new opportunities of employment and, as new
opportunities arose, the pressure making for postponement of